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Abstract
T h i s paper f o c u s e s on t h e q u e s t i o n of whether mother-only f a m i l i e s
a r e p a r t of an emerging urban u n d e r c l a s s . An u n d e r c l a s s is d e f i n e d a s a p o p u l a t i o n e x h i b i t i n g t h e f o l l o w i n g c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s : weak l a b o r f o r c e a ttachment, p e r s i s t e n c e of weak a t t a c h m e n t , and r e s i d e n t i a l i s o l a t i o n i n neighborhoods w i t h h i g h c o n c e n t r a t i o n s of poverty and unemployment.
W e f i n d t h a t t h e v a s t m a j o r i t y of s i n g l e mothers ( o v e r 9 5 p e r c e n t ) do n o t f i t t h e d e s c r i p t i o n of a n u n d e r c l a s s . However, a small and growing m i n o r i t y of black never-married mothers meet a l l t h r e e c r i t e r i a . We a r g u e t h a t w e l f a r e programs a r e n e c e s s a r y , b u t t h a t too heavy a r e l i a n c e on w e l f a r e can f a c i l i t a t e t h e growth of a n u n d e r c l a s s .
I n c o n t r a s t , univ e r s a l programs such a s c h i l d s u p p o r t assurance, c h i l d c a r e , h e a l t h c a r e , c h i l d r e n ' s allowances, and full-employment would d i s c o u r a g e such a
t r e n d and promote economic independence among s i n g l e mothers.
Families headed by nonmarried women have increased dramatically during the p a s t t h r e e decades. Whereas i n 1960 about 7 p e r c e n t of a l l c h i l d r e n were l i v i n g with a s i n g l e mother, i n 1987 the proportion was more than 21 p e r c e n t . l Over half of a l l c h i l d r e n born today w i l l spend some time i n a mother-only family before reaching age 18, about 45 perc e n t of a l l white c h i l d r e n and about 85 p e r c e n t of black children.2
C l e a r l y , the mother-only family w i l l have a profound e f f e c t on the next g e n e r a t i o n of Americans.
I n c r e a s e s i n m a r i t a l d i s r u p t i o n and s i n g l e parenthood have stimulated c o n s i d e r a b l e debate during t h e p a s t few y e a r s and t h e r e i s much
disagreement over whether r e c e n t trends a r e a s i g n of progress or d e c l i n e . On the one hand the growth of mother-only f a m i l i e s is viewed a s evidence of women's i n c r e a s i n g economic independence and g r e a t e r freedom of choice w i t h r e s p e c t t o marriage.3 On t h e o t h e r , i t is of ten t r e a t e d a s a proxy f o r s o c i a l disorganization. With r e s p e c t t o the l a t t e r , t h r e e a s p e c t s of divorce and s i n g l e motherhood a r e seen a s e s p e c i a l l y problemat i c : ( 1 ) the high r a t e of poverty among f a m i l i e s headed by women, v a r i o u s l y r e f e r r e d t o a s the "feminization of poverty" and t h e I t p a u p e r i z a t i o n of women"; ( 2 ) the lower r a t e s of socioeconomic a t t a i n m e n t among c h i l d r e n from mother-only f a m i l i e s a s compared with c h i l d r e n from i n t a c t f a m i l i e s ; and (3) the p o t e n t i a l r o l e of mother-only f a m i l i e s i n t h e growth and p e r p e t u a t i o n of an "urban underclass" i n American c i t i e s .
I n our book, S i n g l e Mothers and T h e i r Children, we describe i n d e t a i l t h e f i r s t two problems: poverty and i n t e r g e n e r a t i o n a l dependence.4 I n t h i s paper, w e f o c u s on the l a s t q u e s t i o n , whether mother-only f a m i l i e s r e p r e s e n t the c r y s t a l l i z a t i o n of a n urban underclass. W e begin by d i s c u s s i n g v a r i o u s d e f i n i t i o n s of the u n d e r c l a s s and by p r e s e n t i n g our own views on t h e s u b j e c t . Next we a s k whether t h e r e a r e mother-only f a m i l i e s who f i t t h e d e s c r i p t i o n of an u n d e r c l a s s , and i f so, what prop o r t i o n might belong i n t h i s group. F i n a l l y we review domestic s o c i a l p o l i c y from t h e p e r s p e c t i v e of whether t h e c u r r e n t system and r e c e n t prop o s a l s f o r reform s e r v e t o p e r p e t u a t e o r break down t h e boundaries t h a t i s o l a t e mother-only f a m i l i e s from t h e r e s t of s o c i e t y .
DEFINITIONAL ISSUES
The u n d e r c l a s s has been t h e f o c u s of c o n s i d e r a b l e d i s c u s s i o n d u r i n g r e c e n t y e a r s , beginning w i t h t h e p u b l i c a t i o n of a s e r i e s of a r t i c l e s i n t h e New Yorker i n t h e e a r l y 19808.5 While t h e r e i s no g e n e r a l consensus on whether t h e u n d e r c l a s s i s a p l a c e o r a group of people, most a n a l y s t s a g r e e t h a t i t i s more t h a n j u s t a n o t h e r name f o r those a t t h e bottom of t h e income d i s t r i b u t i o n . A u l e t t a d e f i n e s t h e u n d e r c l a s s a s a group of p e o p l e who s u f f e r from "behavioral a s w e l l a s income d e f i c i e n c i e s " and who " o p e r a t e o u t s i d e t h e mainstream of commonly a c c e p t e d ~a l u e s . "~ He i n c l u d e s s t r e e t c r i m i n a l s , h u s t l e r s and drug a d d i c t s , w e l f a r e mothers, and t h e c h r o n i c a l l y mentally ill i n h i s c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n of t h e u n d e r c l a s s .
Whereas A u l e t t a bases h i s d e f i n i t i o n of t h e u n d e r c l a s s on i n d i v i d u a l behavior, o t h e r s have used the word t o d e s c r i b e p a r t i c u l a r g e o g r a p h i c a l o r r e s i d e n t i a l a r e a s . S a w h i l l and h e r c o l l e a g u e s a t t h e Urban I n s t i t u t e speak of "people who l i v e i n neighborhoods where w e l f a r e dependency, female-headed f a m i l i e s , male joblessness, and dropping o u t of high school a r e a l l common occurrences."7 F i n a l l y , Wilson and h i s colleagues speak of t h e underclass a s poor people, mostly black, who l i v e i n urban g h e t t o s i n the North C e n t r a l and North E a s t e r n regions of the country and who a r e "outside the mainstream of the American occupational system."8 They contend t h a t changes i n t h e s e communities during the 19708, including deindus t r i a l i z a t i o n and the exodus of middle-class blacks, g r e a t l y a l t e r e d the conditions of f a m i l i e s l e f t behind. Ghetto r e s i d e n t s a r e worse off today than they were i n the 19608, n o t only because t h e i r environment i s more dangerous but a l s o because they have fewer o p p o r t u n i t i e s f o r s o c i a l m o b i l i t y and fewer posit i v e r o l e models.
Weak Attachment t o the Labor Force
A common thread running through a l l of these d e f i n i t i o n s is an emphas i s on weak labor f o r c e attachment. Underclass people a r e g e n e r a l l y described a s e i t h e r l i v i n g i n neighborhoods with high r a t e s of unemployment or nonemployment, or a s marginally a t t a c h e d t o the labor f o r c e themselves. Weak attachment i s viewed a s problematic f o r s e v e r a l reasons. F i r s t , nonemp loyment c l e a r l y has c o s t s f o r the individua 1, s i n c e i n a market s o c i e t y such a s ours, wages a r e the primary source of income f o r a l l nonaged a d u l t s . Those who a r e n o t a t t a c h e d t o the labor f o r c e , e i t h e r d i r e c t l y or i n d i r e c t l y , a r e very l i k e l y t o be poor o r t o be involved i n some form of criminal a c t i v i t y . Moreover, t h e i r chances of g a i n i n g a c c e s s t o valued resources and/or power i n t h e f u t u r e a r e s i g n if i c a n t l y lower than a r e the chances of those who a r e p a r t of the labor f o r c e .
Weak attachment t o t h e labor f o r c e a l s o has c o s t s f o r the r e s t of s o c i e t y , whose members u l t i m a t e l y must pay f o r high l e v e l s of nonemployment e i t h e r through d i r e c t income t r a n s f e r a such a s Aid t o
Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) o r i n d i r e c t l y through the crime and s o c i a l d i s o r g a n i z a t i o n t h a t accompanies unemployment and a l a r g e underground economy. I n a d d i t i o n , conservatives and l i b e r a l s express concern t h a t weak attachment undermines the work e t h i c and thereby reduces p r o d u c t i v i t y , whereas Marxists worry t h a t i t undermines t h e so li- I n the case of married homemakers, the primary source of income is partn e r ' s c u r r e n t earnings. P e r n f n t e n c e of U u k A t t a c h m e n t Weak attachment t o the labor f o r c e i s a necessary b u t n o t s u f f i c i e n t c o n d i t i o n f o r d e f i n i n g an underclaas. I n d i v i d u a l s who a r e temporarily o u t of work o r ill o r dependent on welfare a r e usually n o t viewed a s p a r t of t h e underclass, even though they may be l i v i n g below the poverty l i n e .
Rather, i t i s the p e r s i s t e n c e of weak attachment t h a t d i s t i n g u i s h e s underclass behavior and underclaas neighborhoods from poverty a r e a s and t h e poor i n general. P e r s i s t e n c e may occur e i t h e r over time, a s when a person i s unemployed and/or dependent on w e l f a r e f o r a long period, o r i t may occur a c r o s s g e n e r a t i o n s , a s when a c h i l d of a welfare r e c i p i e n t becomes dependent on w e l f a r e h e r s e l f . W e argue t h a t p e r s i s t e n c e a c r o s s g e n e r a t i o n s i s a necessary c o n d i t i o n f o r e s t a b l i s h i n g the e x i s t e n c e of an underclass.
The emphasis on p e r s i s t e n c e f o r i n d i v i d u a l s and a c r o s s g e n e r a t i o n s h i g h l i g h t s t h e f a c t t h a t t h e underclass does n o t simply s i g n i f y a part i c u l a r s t r u c t u r a l p o s i t i o n o r group a t the bottom of the income d i s t r ibution. Rather, i t means t h a t c e r t a i n i n d i v i d u a l s and t h e i r o f f s p r i n g occupy t h i s p o s i t i o n over a period of time. Thus the problem i s n o t merely i n e q u a l i t y --t h e f a c t t h a t some l o c a t i o n s o r s t a t u s e s i n s o c i e t y c a r r y with them fewer rewards than others--but an absence of s o c i a l mobility--the f a c t t h a t some persons do n o t have the chance t o improve t h e i r s i t u a t i o n . When Wilson and h i s colleagues t a l k about those l e f t behind i n t h e g h e t t o s of the c e n t r a l c i t i e s , they a r e expressing concern
f o r what they view a s d e c l i n i n g opportunity and i n c r e a s i n g immobili ty.9
Concern about t h e p e r s i s t e n c e of weak attachment t o the labor f o r c e has resurfaced recently. The predominant view among poverty r e s e a r c h e r s during t h e 1970s was t h a t nonemployment and dependence on p u b l i c a s s i s t a n c e were r e l a t i v e l y s h o r t -term phenomena. According t o r e s e a r c h e r s a t t h e U n i v e r s i t y of Michigan, nearly 25 p e r c e n t of the population was poor a t l e a s t one year during the 1970s whereas l e s s than 3 p e r c e n t was poor f o r a t l e a s t e i g h t of ten years.10 This p e r s p e c t i v e , which emphas i z e d t h e f l u i d i t y of the poverty population, was s e r i o u s l y challenged i n t h e e a r l y 1980s by Bane and Ellwood, who noted t h a t a n o n t r i v i a l proport i o n of those who became dependent on welfare were dependent f o r 10 o r more years.11 Bane and Ellwood's findings coincided with a new i n t e r e s t i n the underclass and fueled concern t h a t c e r t a i n forms of poverty, espec i a l l y those associated with weak labor force attachment, might be s e l fperpetuating. Mother-only families have been a p a r t i c u l a r concern, because they appear to experience longer periods of economic dependence than o t h e r poor groups and s i n c e the intergenera t i o n a l implications of t h e i r prolonged dependence may be of g r e a t e r consequence.
A f i n a l c h a r a c t e r i s t i c e s s e n t i a l t o our d e f i n i t i o n and common to most discussions of the underclass i s the notion t h a t i t s members a r e i s o l a t e d from the r e s t of society in terms of both t h e i r connection to mainstream s o c i a l i n s t i t u t i o n s and t h e i r values. I s o l a t i o n , be i t i n urban ghettos
o r r u r a l a r e a s of the South, i s of concern because i t reduces knowledge of opportunities. I s o l a t i o n combined with s p a t i a l concentration, a s occurs i n urban ghettos, is especially worrisome i n t h a t i t may lead to the development of a deviant subculture. I s o l a t i o n is a mechanism by which weak labor force attachment p e r s i s t s over time and a c r o s s generations.
Not a l l analysts agree t h a t the underclass has a unique c u l t u r e ,
i.e., i t s own s e t of norms and values. I n f a c t , since the l a t e 1960s l i b e r a l scholars have tended to avoid discussions t h a t a t t r i b u t e a d i ff e r e n t s e t of a t t i t u d e s to those a t the bottom of the income d i s t r i b u -
tion. Most r e c a l l t h a t i n the 1960s scholars who expressed concern over the "culture of poverty," even those who c i t e d unemployment a s the fun-
damental cause of deviant a t t i t u d e s and behavior, were accused of blaming the v i c tim.12 Thus, recent discussions of s o c i a l i s o l a t i o n have tended t o emphasize macroeconomic c o n d i t i o n s and the i n s t i t u t i o n a l a s p e c t s of i s o l a t i o n a s opposed t o i t s norms and c u l t u r e . For example, Wilson and h i s colleagues d e s c r i b e urban g h e t t o s a s communi t i e s w i t h few employment
o p p o r t u n i t i e s and lacking i n the l e a d e r s h i p and i n t e r -o r g a n i z a t i o n a l networks t h a t f a c i l i t a t e job s e a r c h and s u s t a i n community morale during times of high unemployment. Weak i n s t i t u t i o n s a r e viewed a s the d r i v i n g f o r c e behind c u l t u r a l d i f f e r e n c e s .
THE SPECIAL CASE OF SIWLE HOTHERS
Some would argue t h a t s i n g l e mothers a r e engaged i n household product i o n and t h e r e f o r e cannot be p a r t of a n underclass, even i f they a r e n o t working i n the paid labor force.
C e r t a i n l y r a i s i n g c h i l d r e n is a valued a c t i v i t y t h a t c o n t r i b u t e s t o t h e p u b l i c good by producing the next
g e n e r a t i o n of young workers. A l a r g e proportion of married women devote f u l l time t o c h i l d c a r e , a t l e a s t while t h e i r c h i l d r e n a r e very young, and many e x p e r t s b e l i e v e t h a t t h i s is the b e s t use of t h e i r time.
Furthermore most i n d u s t r i a l i z e d c o u n t r i e s provide c h i l d r e n ' s allowances
and v a r i o u s forms of p a r e n t a l leave which make e x p l i c i t the s o c i a l value of c h i l d r e n a s w e l l a s the value of p a r e n t a l time s p e n t on i n f a n t care.
Yet i n the United S t a t e s , only those s i n g l e mothers who a r e widows a r e provided s u f f i c i e n t public b e n e f i t s t o allow them to i n v e s t i n f u l l -time c h i l d c a r e without paying the penalty of stigma and poverty. The f a c t t h a t widowed mothers a r e t r e a t e d d i f f e r e n t l y from o t h e r s i n g l e mothers s u g g e s t s t h a t something o t h e r than t h e mother's lack of paid employment and t h e c o s t of p u b l i c t r a n s f e r s u n d e r l i e s t h e r e c e n t concern over w e l f a r e mothers.
One explanation f o r the negative a t t i t u d e s toward w e l f a r e mothers is Q u i t e a p a r t from what i t s u g g e s t s about male employment, nonemployment among s i n g l e mothers appears t o be a growing concern i n and of i t s e l f . The i s s u e i s n o t simply whether weak attachment t o the l a b o r f o r c e i n c r e a s e s w e l f a r e c o s t s , although f o r some t h i s is the major problem, b u t whether f u l l -t i m e mothering has personal c o s t s f o r women and c h i l d r e n and s o c i a l c o s t s f o r the r e s t of s o c i e t y beyond the immediate t r a n s f e r payments. Recent t r e n d s i n t h e l a b o r f o r c e p a r t i c i p a t i o n of married mothers s u g g e s t t h a t s o c i a l norms about women's employment a r e changing, and t h i s i n t u r n a f f e c t s how policymakers and t h e g e n e r a l p u b l i c view nonemployment among s i n g l e mothers. When ~o t h e r s ' Pensions programs were i n s t i t u t e d i n the beginning of t h e century, and when
S u r v i v o r s Insurance and AFDC were i n s t i t u t e d i n t h e 19308, t h e p r e v a i l i n g view was t h a t mothers should s t a y home and c a r e f o r t h e i r children.14 Today, t h i s view is changing to r e f l e c t t h e f a c t t h a t a m a j o r i t y of married mothers spend a t l e a s t p a r t of t h e i r time working i n the paid l a b o r f o r c e . The f a c t t h a t over h a l f of married mothers with young c h i l d r e n work outs i d e the home suggests t h a t p o l i c i e s t h a t encourage
long-term economic dependency a r e n o t l i k e l y t o be t o l e r a t e d by the p u b l i c . The w e l f a r e mother i s i n c r e a s i n g l y i s o l a t e d from mainstream s o c i e t y by v i r t u e of the f a c t t h a t she i s n o t i n the l a b o r f o r c e .
EXTENT OF PERSISTENT WEAK ATTACHHEBIT
Are s i n g l e mothers weakly a t t a c h e d t o t h e l a b o r f o r c e , and i f so does weak attachment p e r s i s t over time and a c r o s s g e n e r a t i o n s ? Both the absence of e a r n i n g s and the presence of w e l f a r e a r e i n d i c a t o r s of weak attachment. Although the former is the b e t t e r measure i n t h a t i t measures attachment d i r e c t l y , r e s e a r c h on the l a t t e r i s more r e a d i l y a v a i l a b l e and t h e r e f o r e we r e l y on i t . I n 1987, 69 percent of s i n g l e mothers reported earnings, whereas 33 p e r c e n t reported r e c e i p t of some welfare.15 Both t h e earnings and welfare f i g u r e s suggest t h a t about onet h i r d of s i n g l e mothers could be c l a s s i f i e d a s weakly a t t a c h e d to the l a b o r force. Of t h i s group 56 p e r c e n t w i l l be dependent on welfare f o r 10 y e a r s o r more.16 Multiplying t h e 33 percent of s i n g l e mothers who r e p o r t weak attachment by the 56 p e r c e n t who a r e destined f o r long-term dependence y i e l d s an e s t i m a t e of 18 p e r c e n t of c u r r e n t s i n g l e mothers who a r e p o t e n t i a l l y a t r i s k f o r being i n the underclass.
A s discussed above, nonernp loyment and economic dependency a l o n e do n o t c o n s t i t u t e s u f f i c i e n t evidence f o r c l a s s i f y i n g s i n g l e mothers a s p a r t of the underclass, s i n c e these women a r e engaged i n s o c i a l l y productive a c t i v i t y --t a k i n g c a r e of children. Hence the more important q u e s t i o n is:
What happens t o t h e c h i l d r e n i n these f a m i l i e s ? I f the o f f s p r i n g of nonemployed s i n g l e mothers become productive, independent c i t i z e n a , t h e u n d e r c l a s s c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n i s inappropriate. And thus, although some people may complain t h a t the c o s t of supporting these f a m i l i e s i s too high o r u n f a i r l y imposed on the r e s t of s o c i e t y , t h e i r concern i s d i ff e r e n t from t h a t of whether w e l f a r e mothers a r e s o c i a l l y productive.
To address t h e q u e s t i o n of i n t e r g e n e r a t i o n a l welfare dependence, d e t a i l e d family h i s t o r i e s over a t l e a s t two generations a r e required.
Such d a t a a r e only now becoming a v a i l a b l e from l o n g i t u d i n a l s t u d i e s such a s t h e Panel Study of Income Dynamics and the National Longitudinal
Survey of Youth, both of which follow f a m i l i e s and t h e i r o f f s p r i n g over a long period of time. Based on r e s e a r c h by Gottschalk, we estimate t h a t a b o u t 60 p e r c e n t of the daughters from f a m i l i e s who experience longterm w e l f a r e dependence w i l l r e c e i v e w e l f a r e themselves f o r a t l e a s t one year.17 Based on ~l l w o o d ' s r e s e a r c h , w e eer tima te t h a t a b o u t 40 p e r c e n t of t h e s e d a u g h t e r s w i l l r e c e i v e w e l f a r e f o r 10 o r more years.18
To combine and summarize t h e s e crude e s t i m a t e s : a b o u t 18 p e r c e n t of s i n g l e mothers i n 1987 were dependent on w e l f a r e f o r a long p e r i o d of time and a b o u t 24 p e r c e n t of t h e i r d a u g h t e r s w i l l be dependent on w e l f a r e f o r 1 0 o r more y e a r s . W e conclude, t h e r e f o r e , t h a t a b o u t 4 p e r c e n t (.24
x .18) of s i n g l e mothers c a n be c l a s s i f i e d a s members of a n emerging u n d e r c l a s s .
On t h e one hand, t h e 4 p e r c e n t f i g u r e is a n o v e r e s t i m a t e of the a s s oc i a t i o n be tween s i n g l e motherhood and u n d e r c l a s s s t a t u s , s i n c e only a p a r t of those women who e v e r e x p e r i e n c e s i n g l e motherhood a r e s i n g l e mothers i n any p a r t i c u l a r year. Half of a l l women who d i v o r c e remarry w i t h i n f i v e y e a r s , and presumably most of t h e s e a r e n o t a t r i s k f o r being p a r t of an underclass.19
On t h e o t h e r hand, 4 p e r c e n t i s a n u n d e r e s t i m a t e f o r some g r 0 u~s . 2 0 P e r s i s t e n c e of w e l f a r e dependence among s i n g l e mothers v a r i e s substant i a l l y . Ellwood f i n d s , f o r example, t h a t whereas 20 p e r c e n t of w h i t e s who e v e r r e c e i v e w e l f a r e w i l l be dependent f o r 10 o r more y e a r s , t h e f i g u r e f o r b l a c k s is 32 percent.21 S i m i l a r l y G o t t s c h a l k f i n d s t h a t whereas h a l f of w h i t e d a u g h t e r s of we l f a r e -d e p e n d e n t mothers become r e c i p i e n t s themselves, t h e f i g u r e f o r b l a c k s i s 70 p e r c e n t . Even more s t r i k i n g , whereas only 1 4 p e r c e n t of d i v o r c e d mothers who e v e r r e c e i v e w e l f a r e w i l l be dependent f o r 10 o r more y e a r s , t h e f i g u r e f o r unmarried mothers is n e a r l y 40 p e r c e n t . Thus among some subgroups of s i n g l e mothers, i n p a r t i c u l a r young unwed black s i n g l e mothers, t h e r i s k of b e i n g i n t h e u n d e r c l a s s i s high. Table 1 p r e s e n t s i n f o r m t i o n on the proportion of d i ff e r e n t types of f a m i l i e s i n the United S t a t e s who l i v e i n neighborhoods i n which 20 p e r c e n t o r more of the population i s poor o r i n which 40 perc e n t o r more i s poor. Poverty a r e a s a r e r e s t r i c t e d t o neighborhoods i n t h e 100 l a r g e s t c i t i e s .
EXTENT OF SOCIAL ISOLATION
S e v e r a l f i n d i n g s of Table 1 m e r i t a t t e n t i o n . F i r s t , f a m i l i e s headed by s i n g l e mothers a r e more l i k e l y t o l i v e i n poor urban neighborhoods than o t h e r f a m i l i e s . Second, only a small proportion--about 5.6 p e r c e n t --of mo ther-only f a m i l i e s l i v e i n extremely poor neighborhoods. F i n a l l y , t h e r e a r e huge r a c e d i f f e r e n c e s i n the degree of i s o l a t i o n of mother-only f a m i l i e s . Whereas l e s s than 5 p e r c e n t of white mother-only f a m i l i e s l i v e i n a r e a s i n which 20 p e r c e n t of the r e s i d e n t s a r e poor, over 34 p e r c e n t of black mother-only f a m i l i e s l i v e i n such a r e a s . About 10 p e r c e n t of black mother-only f a m i l i e s and l e s s than 1 percent of white mother-only f a m i l i e s l i v e i n extreme poverty a r e a s . a~n f o r m a t i o n i s n o t a v a i l a b l e on the proportion of white and black mother-only f a m i l i e s l i v i n g i n a r e a s t h a t a r e 40 p e r c e n t poor. W e e s t imate t h e s e percentages by e x t r a p o l a t i n g from the proportions observed i n 40 p e r c e n t a r e a s f o r o t h e r f a m i l i e s and black persons. The e s t i m a t e f o r white mother-only f a m i l i e s was obtained by taking the r a t i o of white mother-only f a m i l i e s t o o t h e r f a m i l i e s t h a t p e r t a i n s t o the 20 p e r c e n t a r e a s and assuming t h a t t h e same r a t i o p e r t a i n s t o the 40 p e r c e n t a r e a s .
The e s t i m a t e f o r black mother-only f a m i l i e s was obtained by taking the r a t i o of mother-only f a m i l i e s t o black persons t h a t p e r t a i n t o the 20 p e r c e n t a r e a s and assuming t h e same r a t i o i n 40 p e r c e n t a r e a s .
To what e x t e n t have black mother-only f a m i l i e s become more s o c i a l l y i s o l a t e d during the 1970s? Our research suggests t h a t the proportion of black mother-only f a m i l i e s who r e s i d e i n neighborhoods i n which a t l e a s t 20 p e r c e n t of the r e s i d e n t s a r e poor has declined. Yet the proportion of t h o s e who r e s i d e i n neighborhoods t h a t a r e a t l e a s t 40 p e r c e n t poor has increased dramatically--by about 30 percent.
I n o t h e r words, i n the f a c e of general economic progress f o r black f a m i l i e s i n the l a s t 25 y e a r s , the p r o p o r t i o n of poor mother-only f a m i l i e s who a r e i s o l a t e d has increased.
F i n a l l y , t h e s e extremely poor neighborhoods have become more d e s o l a t e w i t h r e s p e c t t o the proportion of males employed and the proportion of f a m i l i e s on welfare.22 I n a d d i t i o n t o r e s i d e n t i a l c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s , o f f s p r i n g from motheronly f a m i l i e s a l s o d i f f e r with r e s p e c t t o c e r t a i n community resources and p a r e n t a l values. Research based on d a t a from High School and Beyond, a survey of 50,000 high school sophomores and s e n i o r s , shows t h a t black a d o l e s c e n t s i n mother-only f a m i l i e s a t t e n d lower-quality high schools and a r e more a c c e p t i n g of nonmarital b i r t h s than t h e i r c o u n t e r p a r t s i n twop a r e n t f a m i l i e s , even a f t e r c o n t r o l l i n g f o r socioeconomic s t a t u s . I n c o n t r a s t , the educational a s p i r a t i o n s of t h e i r mothers a r e no d i f f e r e n t from those i n two-parent families.23 I n sum, whereas only a small proportion of mother-only f a m i l i e s l i v e i n extremely poor--or what might be c a l l e d underclass--neighborhoods, t h e r e is evidence t h a t t h i s group i s growing. Moreover, there is some evidence t h a t c h i l d r e n from mother-only f a m i l i e s a r e more a c c e p t i n g of t h e s i n g l e -p a r e n t s t a t u s than c h i l d r e n from two-parent f a m i l i e s . The i s s u e of i n t e r g e n e r a t i o n a l female headship and i t s consequences is espec i a l l y important f o r blacks, given t h e i r higher concentration i n urban
poverty a r e a s and t h e i r high prevalence of mother-only f a m i l i e s . An important q u e s t i o n which we have n o t attempted to answer here i s whether a n i n c r e a s i n g proportion of new b i r t h cohorts a r e being born t o s i n g l e mothers i n extremely poor neighborhoods, and, i f so, how t h i s w i l l a f f e c t t h e g a i n s i n socioeconomic s t a t u s made by blacks during the p a s t t h r e e decades.
SOCIAL POLICY TOWARD SIUCLE HOTHERS AND THE UNDERCLASS
A l l communities develop i n s ti t u t i o n s t o a i d dependent persons. A s c a p i t a l i s m replaced feudalism, providing f o r the poor became a p u b l i c r e s p o n s i b i l i t y . I n the United S t a t e s , we have always had public welfare
programs, and they have been the most important source of government income f o r poor s i n g l e mo thers.24 Though welfare programs a r e necessary, too heavy a r e l i a n c e on them i s conducive t o the emergence of an underc l a s s .
AFDC and o t h e r means-tested w e l f a r e programs undermine the i n d i r e c t l a b o r f o r c e attachment of poor s i n g l e mothers by promoting female
headship and reducing 1~r r i a~e .~5 While the e f f e c t of welfare on the aggregate growth i n mother-only f a m i l i e s is q u i t e small, i t s e f f e c t on t h e p o o r e s t half of t h e population i s more s u b s t a n t i a l . Our own crude e s tima t e suggests t h a t the t h r e e f o l d i n c r e a s e i n AFDC and w e l f a r e -r e l a ted b e n e f i t s between 1955 and 1975 may account f o r a s much a s between 20 and 30 p e r c e n t of the growth i n mother-only f a m i l i e s among the bottom half of t h e income d i s t r i b u t i o n .
Welfare a l s o undermines d i r e c t attachment to the labor f o r c e by
imposing a high t a x r a t e on earnings. Welfare r e c i p i e n t s l o s e nearly a d o l l a r i n b e n e f i t s f o r each d o l l a r earned, and they may a l s o lose h e a l t h c a r e and o t h e r income-tested b e n e f i t s . Because of the high t a x r a t e and l o s s of b e n e f i t s , and because t h e i r earnings c a p a c i t y i s very low, many s i n g l e mothers would be worse off working f u l l -t i m e than depending on welfare.26
F i n a l l y , AFDC promotes s o c i a l i s o l a t i o n by c r e a t i n g a s e p a r a t e i n s t it u t i o n f o r t h e poor and by encouraging nonemployment a t a time when
married mothers a r e e n t e r i n g t h e l a b o r f o r c e i n i n c r e a s i n g numbers.
I r o n i c a l l y , whereas AFDC was o r i g i n a l l y designed t o allow s i n g l e mothers t o r e p l i c a t e t h e behavior of married women, i.e., t o s t a y home with t h e i r c h i l d r e n , i t c u r r e n t l y f u n c t i o n s t o f u r t h e r s e p a r a t e t h e two groups.
So why n o t reduce dependence by simply c u t t i n g o r even e l i m i n a t i n g w e l f a r e b e n e f i t s a s some have suggested? Unfortunately such a s t r a t e g y would do g r e a t harm t o f a m i l i e s who r e l y on welfare a t some p o i n t but who a r e i n no danger of becoming p a r t of t h e underclass. Such f a m i l i e s cons t i t u t e t h e overwhelming majority of those who ever become dependent on ~e l f a r e .~7 Furthermore, such a s t r a t e g y would leave mothers with the fewest s k i l l s and l e a s t experience worse off and even more desperate than they a r e today. Reducing welfare could lead t o increased dependence on i l l e g a l sources of income and even f u r t h e r i s o l a t i o n f o r those f a m i l i e s a t the bottom of the income d i s t r i b u t i o n .
I n t h i s connection, i t is important t o recognize t h a t the e x i s t e n c e
of i n t e r g e n e r a t i o n a l w e l f a r e dependence i s n o t prima f a c i e evidence of t h e ill e f f e c t s of welfare. I n the absence of welfare, i n t e r g e n e r a t i o n a l transmission of poverty i s t o be expected. Indeed, one j u s t i f i c a t i o n f o r w e l f a r e programs i s t o break t h i s i n t e r g e n e r a t i o n a l l i n k . Whether w e l f a r e a m e l i o r a t e s o r exacerbates the intergenera t i o n a l transmission of poverty i s a complicated q u e s t i o n t h a t m e r i t s f u r t h e r research.28
Whereas w e l f a r e programs discourage work and i s o l a t e t h e poor, univ e r s a l programs have the opposite e f f e c t . Because b e n e f i t s i n u n i v e r s a l programs a r e n o t eliminated a s earnings i n c r e a s e , they provide an incent i v e t o work f o r those who would otherwise be dependent on welfare. That is, b e n e f i t s from u n i v e r s a l programs make low-wage work more competititve w i t h welfare. Aiding the poor through i n s t i t u t i o n s t h a t serve a l l income c l a s s e s i s i t s e l f i n t e g r a t i v e .
Universal programs a r e a l s o more s u c c e s s f u l i n preventing poverty and reducing economic i n s e c u r i t y . c o u n t r i e s shows t h a t the poverty r a t e s of s i n g l e mothers a r e substant i a l l y lower i n c o u n t r i e s t h a t r e l y most heavily on u n i v e r s a l and employment-r e l a t e d income transf e r programs a s compared t o c o u n t r i e s t h a t r e l y heavily on means-t e s ted programs. 3 1 Although u n i v e r s a l programs have c l e a r b e n e f i t s f o r the underclass, some a n a l y s t s have argued t h a t they a r e i n e f f i c i e n t . The small amount of r e s e a r c h t h a t d i r e c t l y addresses t h i s i s s u e , however, suggests t h a t whether u n i v e r s a l o r welfare programs a r e more e f f i c i e n t is d i f f i c u l t t o a s c e r t a i n and t h a t i n any case the d i f f e r e n c e s a r e n o t l i k e l y t o be large.32 What is c l e a r , however, i s t h a t u n i v e r s a l programs w i l l be more c o s t l y than welfare programs to upper-middle-income and upper-income f a m i l i e s .
By providing a common f l o o r t o everyone, they l i f t the standard of l i v i n g of the poorest, l e a s t productive c i tizens without s t i g m a t i z i n g them a s economic f a i l u r e s . The common f l o o r f a c i l i t a t e s t h e e f f o r t s of such c i t i z e n s t o escape
The new c h i l d support assurance system (CSAS) which i s being implemented i n Wisconsin and o t h e r p a r t s of the country encourages labor f o r c e attachment and reduces isolation.33 Under CSAS, the f i n a n c i a l o b l i g a t i o n of the n o n r e s i d e n t i a l p a r e n t i s expressed a s a percentage of h i s ( o r her) income and is withheld from earnings l i k e income and p a y r o l l taxes. The c h i l d r e c e i v e s the f u l l amount paid by the n o n r e s i d e n t p a r e n t , but no l e s s than a s o c i a l l y assured minimum b e n e f i t . When the nonresident p a r e n t i s unemployed o r has very low earnings, the government makes up t h e d i f f e r e n c e j u s t a s i t does with the s o c i a l s e c u r i t y pension. CSAS is a t l e a s t a cousin of our s o c i a l insurance programs, which r e q u i r e a c o n t r i b u t i o n from a l l member f a m i l i e s b u t which guarantee a minimum pens i o n i r r e s p e c t i v e of the contribution. CSAS i n c r e a s e s i n d i r e c t a t t a c hment t o the labor f o r c e by providing a l i n k between the mother-only family and the n o n r e s i d e n t i a l p a r e n t who is employed, and i t i n c r e a s e s d i r e c t attachment by providing a source of income t h a t supplements r a t h e r than r e p l a c e s earnings.
Universal c h i l d c a r e , h e a l t h c a r e , and c h i l d allowance programs a l s o h e l p t o i n t e g r a t e the poor i n t o mainstream s o c i e t y . A t p r e s e n t the government has two d i f f e r e n t mechanisms f o r s u b s i d i z i n g the c o s t of r a i s i n g c h i l d r e n . Middle-income and upper-middle-income f a m i l i e s r e c e i v e t h e i r s u b s i d i e s through t h r e e p r o v i s i o n s i n t h e t a x code:
t h e dependent c a r e t a x c r e d i t , t h e p e r s o n a l exemption f o r c h i l d r e n , and t h e e x c l u s i o n o f employer-f inanced h e a l t h i n s u r a n c e b e n e f i t s from t a x a b l e income.
Lower-income fami l i e s r e c e i v e s u b s i d i e s p r i m a r i l y through two w e l f a r e programs, AFDC and Medicaid. To b e a t w e l f a r e , u n s k i l l e d s i n g l e mothers
need h e a l t h c a r e , c h i l d c a r e and c a s h o u t s i d e welfare.
Rep l a c i n g the p e r s o n a l exemptions f o r c h i l d r e n i n t h e f e d e r a l income t a x w i t h a n e q u a l l y c o s t l y r e f u n d Adopting a u n i v e r s a l h e a l t h i n s u r a n c e program would reduce t h e i n c e n t i v e t o remain on w e l f a r e a s a way of i n s u r i n g h e a l t h c a r e coverage.
The most u n i v e r s a l i s t i c p o l i c y of a l l , and t h e one most i m p o r t a n t t o poor s i n g l e mothers, is f u l l employment. High unemployment promotes both
l o o s e a t t a c h m e n t t o t h e l a b o r f o r c e and female headship. D e s p i t e some g a p s and anomalies, t h e r e i s now a s t o n g body of e m p i r i c a l r e s e a r c h t h a t documents t h a t one of t h e c o s t s of i n c r e a s e d unemployment i s i n c r e a s e d f ems l e headship.35 With t h e e x c e p t i o n of the Vietnam War, unemployment r a t e s f o r b l a c k s have gone up s t e a d i l y s i n c e t h e 1950s. William J u l i u s
Wilson has argued and o u r own examination of t h e evidence h a s l e d us t o concur t h a t t h i s i n c r e a s e i n unemployment was probably t h e s i n g l e most i m p o r t a n t cause of t h e i n c r e a s e i n female headship among poor b l a c k s .36 F o r s i n g l e mothers themselves, a h i g h demand f o r l a b o r i n c r e a s e s b o t h t h e a v a i l a b i l i t y of jobs and t h e i r r a t e of pay. I t a l s o i n c r e a s e s t h e a b i l i t y of n o n r e s i d e n t i a l f a t h e r s t o pay c h i l d support. I n sum, n o t h i n g w i l l do more to f o r e s t a l l t h e development of an u n d e r c l a s s than a f u l lemployment p o l i c y .
Although t h e v a s t m a j o r i t y of s i n g l e mothers do n o t f i t t h e d e s c r i pt i o n of a n u n d e r c l a s s , t h e r e is a s m a l l group of predominantly black s i n g l e mothers c o n c e n t r a t e d i n n o r t h e r n urban g h e t r e l i a n c e upon w e l f a r e can f a c i l i t a t e t h e growth of a n u n d e r c l a s s . I n c o n t r a s t , a i d i n g s i n g l e mothers through more u n i v e r s a l programs such as a c h i l d s u p p o r t a s s u r a n c e s y s t e m , c h i l d c a r e , h e a l t h c a r e , c h i l d r e n ' s a l l o w a n c e s , and a f u l l employment macroeconomic p o l i c y w i l l r e t a r d t h e growth of a n u n d e r c l a s s .
t o s t h a t i s pers i s t e n t l y weakly a t t a c h e d t o t h e l
IU .s. Bureau of the Census, C u r r e n t P o p u l a t i o n Reports, S e r i e s P-20, Nos. 105, 106, and 423 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government P r i n t i n g O f f i c e , 1960, 1961, and 1988) . 8~i l l i a m J u l i u s Wilson, The Truly Disadvantaged: The I n n e r C i t y , t h e Underclass, and P u b l i c P o l i c y (Chicago: The U n i v e r s i t y of Chicago P r e s s , 1 9 8 7 ) , p. 8.
9Wilson; Wilson, Robert Aponte, J o l e e n Kirchenman, and Loic Woquant, "The G h e t t o Underclass and t h e Changing S t r u c t u r e of Urban Poverty ," i n i n t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s (~e w York: Pantheon, 1988) ; a n d Woquant and Wilson, "Beyond Welfare Reform, P o v e r t y , J o b l e s s n e s s , and t h e S o c i a l T r a n s f o r m a t i o n of t h e I n n e r C i t y ," i n David Ellwood and Phoebe
Cottingham, eds., Reforming Welfare (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard U n i v e r s i t y P r e s s , 1989, i n p r e s s ) . 15u.s. Bureau of t h e Census, 1987 C u r r e n t P o p u l a t i o n Survey (washington, D.C. : U.S. Government P r i n t i n g O f f i c e , 1987). Although t h e r e is u n d e r r e p o r t i n g of w e l f a r e r e c e i p t i n t h e CPS d a t a , f o r our purp o s e s t h i s i s n o t l i k e l y t o be a problem. There is a l s o u n d e r r e p o r t i n g i n t h e d a t a t h a t Ellwood u s e s t o determine what p r o p o r t i o n of those who r e c e i v e AFDC r e c e i v e i t f o r a long period of time.
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